HOW SHOULD ONE READ A BOOK ?

BY VIRGINIA WOOL*
From The Second Common Reader

VIRGINIA WOOLF, who died in 1941, wrote novels, essays and
criticism. She was one of the great prose artists of her
generation and she has been celebrated by many critics
including E. M. Forster and Lord David Cecil She was the
daughter of Sir Leslie Stephen, a distinguished Victorian
critic, and she married the publisher and writer, Leonard
VVoolf. Thus all her life was spent among books and few
critics in our day have written about them more sensitively.
Books may be used in many ways, and an essay like this
reminds us how we may get the best out of great imaginative
writing,

IN the first place, I want to emphasize the note of inter-
rogation at the end of my title. Even if I could answer the
-question for myself, the answer would apply only to me
and not to you. The only advice, indeed, that one
person can give another about reading is to take no advice,
to follow your own instincts, to use your own reason, to
come to your own conclusions. If this is agreed between
us, then I feel at liberty to put forward a few ideas and
suggestions because you will not allow them to fetter that
independence which is the most important quality that a
reader can possess. After all, what laws can be laid
down about books? The battle of Waterloo was
certainly fought on a certain day ; but is Hamlet a better
play than Lear? Nobody can say. Each must decide
that question for himself. To admit authorities, however
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